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Chapter 12

First Steps in Experimenting 
with Computers

Teresa Almeida d’Eça
Escola de Santo António

Parede, Portugal

Preview 
Authentic audiences of native speakers and other language learners provide a motivating 
resource for even the youngest students. Almeida d’Eça takes the reader step by step through 
her explorations with youngsters learning with and through technology in a blended 
environment. As her knowledge of technology grows, so do her expectations of what her 
students can accomplish and how much she can attempt with her classes. Her curricular 
projects for students in fifth through ninth grades demonstrate how individual and class 
e‑mail exchanges, Weblogs (blogs), and voice messaging provide exciting enhancements to 
the EFL curriculum.

Before you read: 
•	 Have you ever experienced computers with young learners? How?
•	 When and how should computer technologies be integrated into childhood 

education?
•	 How can a teacher find international collaborators for e-mail, voice, or other 

exchanges?



160	 Learning Languages through Technology 

Entering the World of NetLearning 

One of the long-term problems to overcome when teaching a foreign language is motivation. 
Abstract goals, such as “everyone will need a foreign language when they grow up” or “Eng-
lish is spoken all over the world” may not be successful with youngsters, particularly in com-
petition with immediate gratifications—such as television, video games, or sports—because 
children do not see immediate effects or gains. The use of information and communications 
technologies (ICTs) may begin as a result of extrinsic motivation or curiosity about the new 
technology but, based on my experience, quickly leads to intrinsic motivation: the desire to 
communicate with others around the world. The possibility of anytime, anywhere contact 
between peers in distant parts of the world is fascinating. And so is the idea of bringing 
down the four walls of the classroom and its inherent constraints. ICTs supply a whole new 
atmosphere—the beginning of some fresh air in education.

While there has been some evidence that computers used unwisely in the early years 
can be a distraction and hindrance to academic achievement (see MacDonald 2004), many 
educators believe that computers and the Internet are crucial for success in school and in life. 
For a teacher new to ICTs, e-mail exchanges can be a good beginning; many publications 
describe e-mail projects over the Internet (see, e.g., Warschauer, Shetzer, and Meloni 2000). 
When I first began studying online exchanges, I drew on Serim and Koch’s (1996) idea of the 
Internet as just a tool, but one that can help the teacher create an effective learning environ-
ment in undertaking what they call NetLearning: “using the Internet in education . . . to 
transform today’s classrooms into global learning environments” (p. 4).

This chapter delineates a gradual progression from e-mail exchanges to full curricular 
components in blended (online and face-to-face) learning environments for young foreign 
language learners. Teachers attempting to begin using ICTs with young students may find 
that this type of step-by-step approach allows teachers and students alike to develop experi-
ence and confidence as they harness the power of the Internet for language learning.

E-mail Exchanges 

Start small. That is the golden rule I learned from Serim and Koch (1996). My first e-mail 
exchange was carried out between seven of my sixth graders (eleven to twelve years old) in 
Lisbon, Portugal, and six fifth graders (ten to eleven years old) in Navarre, Florida, in the 
United States (Almeida d’Eça 1998). Both groups attended public schools. The U.S. class 
had a couple of gifted students, which I believed would be an added value. In my Portu-
guese class, I chose a mixed-ability group of students to participate in the exchange: two A 
students, three B students, and two C students. I expected the better ones to motivate the 
weaker ones, which they did. I met with the group and explained that it was my first time 
ever on such a venture, so they were going to be my guinea pigs. In addition, the project had 
to be extracurricular, during afterschool hours, since I was working with only part of a class. 
Nonetheless, the students agreed, in part, I believe, because they felt very proud to be invited 
to join a pioneering project in our school.

A U.S. colleague put me in e-mail contact with my e-partner-to-be, Glenn Rutland (to 
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read more about Glenn’s innovative work, see WGBH Educational Foundation 2006b). She 
immediately felt enthusiastic about embracing a project to create a social and cultural e-mail 
exchange. I sent her an outline of a possible project, and since I recognized the pedagogical 
value of negotiating the exchange with the students, as suggested by Serim and Koch (1996), 
I proposed the plan for the students’ approval. I was open to criticism, suggestions for 
change, or a simple refusal, but the students enthusiastically accepted the project.

As my students were in only their second year of English, Glenn chose a small group 
of native-English-speaking fifth graders for her side of the exchange so there would be more 
similarities in the students’ grasp of the language. We decided on two sessions a week on 
my side of the Atlantic: one for students to think about and write a message on paper (they 
were not required to prepare anything in advance) and the other to type the message into 
the computer and send it. Glenn’s students met only once a week on the project during their 
normal class time—the benefit of being native speakers and having technology at hand.

Each group was to write about a topic every other week, replying to their peers’ mes-
sages. There were four items to deal with: personal introductions, descriptions of the school, 
descriptions of the student population, and descriptions of the surrounding community. At 
the end of the eleven-week project, students would reflect on similarities and differences 
between the two contexts and draw conclusions.

On the Portuguese side, we had access to only one multimedia computer with Internet 
access and e-mail. However, we soon found that our Internet access at school was limited, so 
students wrote to a word-processor file and copied the messages to a floppy disk for me to 
send from my computer at home. Despite the technological limitations, my students carried 
out the exchange enthusiastically. I was amazed and pleasantly surprised to see them commit 
so much of their afterschool time with such interest and responsibility. For some, this was 
their first contact with foreign peers, and for a couple of them, it was their first experience 
with computers and the Internet. To their amazement, they concluded that young people 
from two distant continents could have common interests and hobbies.

Both Glenn and I committed ourselves wholeheartedly to the project and helped stu-
dents keep to the plan and deadlines so that the exchange could run smoothly. We both got 
along very well, a significant factor in this type of project, since it can make the difference 
between a success and a flop. Not least of all, we became good friends.

Starting with a small group provides a better opportunity to get the feel of things, to 
learn by doing, to gain experience at an adequate and controllable pace, and to make timely 
and necessary adjustments without major disturbance or confusion. In addition, if the first 
project is extracurricular and modest in its goals, it reduces the stress of possible logistical 
and technological failures now and then.

Curricular Projects by E-mail 
After the success of the small-scale project, I felt I should give other students the same type 
of opportunity. In the second project, Glenn involved an entire sixth-grade class of twenty-
five students (eleven to twelve years old), and I attempted a curricular project within the 
normal school day, though at times students needed some afterschool time.
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The subject for exchange again was cultural: family traditions, including traditional 
family recipes, and cross-generational interviews. (For an example of the kinds of activi-
ties that were carried out, see Almeida d’Eça 1999.) Both classes (one in Portugal, the other 
in Florida) were divided into groups, each one dealing with a specific part of the project. 
Some students researched typical family recipes; others translated the recipes or interviewed 
parents and grandparents about family traditions. We gave specific instructions regarding 
the layout of recipes, and we discussed references to vocabulary and sentence constructions 
in class. Because it was important to keep to the schedule, a sense of responsibility regarding 
both the in- and out-of-class tasks was imperative. In addition to the content, my students’ 
desire to do everything right—after all, the project was going to be published on the Inter-
net for anyone to see!—struck me as very special. The following is some practical advice on 
building such a project.

Practical Advice on Creating a  
Curricular Exchange Project

Planning
•	 Jot down all ideas—brainstorm projects.

•	 Plan a curriculum-based project; it offers more apparent usefulness and involves 
students more in the learning process.

•	 Structure objectives, tasks, and expected outcomes very clearly.

•	 Define ages, grade levels, knowledge level, and number of students involved.

•	 Set beginning and finishing dates, as well as deadlines for tasks or phases within the 
project.

•	 Find a partner you relate to, discuss the project thoroughly, and be open to 
suggestions.

Execution
•	 Discuss the outline with your students (if possible, plan the project with them).

•	 Write a clear and concise call for collaboration.

•	 Be quick to answer requests for explanations.

•	 Start by breaking the ice—let students introduce themselves and talk about their 
hobbies, interests, and so forth, in order to get to know each other and discover 
things in common.

•	 Stimulate genuine personal contributions from your students.

•	 Be flexible about content—the unexpected may be enriching.

•	 Keep a record or log of everything.

Beyond the Project
•	 Share the end product with everyone involved and, if possible, with a wider 

audience—the school, the parents, the community, the Web.

•	 Send thank-you messages to everyone!
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A special, though unrelated event took place during this project: the U.S. students took 
a field trip to the NASA Space Center. The vivid descriptions of their daily experiences, 
including the science fiction–like lodgings and the live launch of John Glenn’s second mis-
sion in space, were very exciting for everyone. This event was not on our agenda, but flex-
ibility is a principle to bear in mind at all times in all things related to education, especially 
in the wide-open world of ICT. Teachers need to be able to take advantage of unique events 
and incorporate them into the curricular exchange, even if they do not at first seem directly 
related. Writing and reading about such experiences help motivate students to develop and 
expand on curricular concepts, express emotions in a foreign language, and apply critical 
thinking skills.

This second exchange was more demanding of all the human resources involved on 
the Portuguese side. Classes were exhausting for both teachers and students, with individual 
groups working simultaneously and students frequently asking for guidance. Afterschool 
time was needed to keep everything on track. However, despite the workload, there were 
always rotating volunteers, and no one ever complained. Unlike the first project, this one 
was assessed as group work. An unexpected reward came a year later when the students and 
teachers involved saw the project published in Internet for English Teaching (Warschauer, 
Shetzer, and Meloni 2000).

The third and last e-mail exchange was carried out in 2000 between a seventh-grade 
class (twelve to thirteen years old) in my school and adult students in a private language 
school in Brazil. It was my way of taking part in the celebrations of the five-hundred-year 
anniversary of the discovery of Brazil by the Portuguese (see Almeida d’Eça 2000). This time 
the aim was to compare certain aspects of both cultures sharing the Portuguese language, 
arrive at similarities and differences, and conclude whether there was indeed a common 
culture. This exchange had its ups and downs. A more or less floating group of students on 
the Brazilian side made it difficult to maintain specific pairs of corresponding students over 
the entire project, and my students were initially uncomfortable with the older range of ages 
of the Brazilians, though they eventually found the differences to be interesting. The more 
hands-on experience I gained and the more I probed other e-mail exchanges—such as Kids 
as Global Scientists (Best and Peek-Brown n.d.) for middle school students; The Official Flat 
Stanley Project (Hubert n.d.), an international literacy activity for primary and junior stu-
dents; The Image of the Other (Savli 2006), a European multilanguage school exchange; and 
the Email Projects Home Page for adults (Gaer 2005)—the more I became convinced that it 
was a means of communication that could be used for many projects across the curriculum.

Experimenting with New Approaches 
After taking my first exclusively online teacher education course, Krauss’s (1998–2005) Inte-
grating the Internet into the Classroom, I felt confident in applying a new range of Internet 
features in my classes. During the course, I prepared three different tailor-made computer-
assisted language learning (CALL) activities for my ninth-grade students (fourteen to fifteen 
years old, fifth-year EFL). Visiting Kenya (Almeida d’Eça 2001b) is a subject sampler cre-
ated with Filamentality (2006), fill-in-the-blank software on the Internet that guides users 



164	 Learning Languages through Technology 

through the process of selecting a topic, searching the Web for good links, and turning them 
into learning activities. New York City (Almeida d’Eça 2001a) is a scenario, a format that 
poses a question or explores a problem to be solved through Web research. Finally, to cele
brate the launch of the euro in Portugal, I created a task-based project, The Euro Is Here to 
Stay (Almeida d’Eça 2004a), with curriculum-based exercises and quizzes using Quia Web 
(Quia 1998–2006), education-oriented software.

Shortly after my experience in Krauss’s course, I joined an online community of 
practice called Webheads in Action (WiA; Stevens 2006b; see also Stevens, chapter 19 in 
this volume), which provides significant online emotional, professional, and technological 
support for the blended teaching endeavors of its members. Through WiA, I collaborate with 
colleagues by chatting in voice, text, and video; plan common projects; explore new technol-
ogy tools; and receive almost instant answers, suggestions, and help. I strongly recommend 
that teachers who are considering blended teaching join an online group both for training 
and ongoing peer support (see Rovai and Jordan 2004; Stevens, chapter 19 in this volume).

Let’s Blog! Third-Year EFL
Computer-mediated communication can assume many forms beyond e-mail, such as voice 
mail, electronic lists and bulletin boards, discussion forums, text and voice chat, instant 
messaging, and blogs, which allow for easily updated commenting. I decided to try blogs 
with my third-year EFL students after reading Campbell’s (2003) “Weblogs for Use with ESL 
Classes.” He considers three ways that blogs can be put to immediate use with ESOL classes: 
the tutor blog, the student blog, and the class blog. I called my creation a teacher-student 
blog.

The interactivity made possible by inserting comments directly at a specific blog entry 
attracted me at once because it created a dynamic bi- or multidirectional means of threaded 
communication, a feature lacking in the usual online bulletin board or Web page. At pres-
ent, in addition to text, comments, and links, blogs can also include audio files (audioblog), 
photos (photoblog) and slide shows with text, video clips (videoblog), and mobile com-
munications (moblog). Having evolved from online personal journals to multimedia pages 
about anything and everything, blogs are extremely popular in almost any field (see Stanley, 
chapter 14 in this volume).

Starting a blog meant that I could have a two-way channel permanently open with my 
students, convenient to either end of the communication. It provided many benefits. Stu-
dents could practice English in an authentic way, whenever they felt like it, beyond the four 
walls of the classroom and outside of school. They could discuss any topic, suggest activities, 
post clickable links to Web pages, and have an archived record of their progress in English 
and discoveries on the Internet. Since most of the messages were posted from home in their 
free time, students could be themselves, free of the constraints of the curriculum and free 
to write about what interested and pleased them. They would have someone to answer their 
messages and try to keep the conversation going. They would have a broad audience; anyone 
could click and send in a comment. 

However, because they were young learners, I wanted to safeguard them from exposure 
to possible undesirable content published instantly at the click of the mouse. So as an initial 
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experiment I decided against using a blog provider. Instead, I used readily available, easy-to-
manage Web-editing software to create my own simulated blog called Let’s Blog! (Almeida 
d’Eça 2004b). I used a simple but attractive format, with my own personal touch (see Figure 
12.1). 

I knew a homemade blog meant more work for me, because I would be responsible for 
replying to every message (I made a pledge to do that because otherwise there would be no 
sense in using this new means of communication), updating the blog Web page whenever 
students posted new comments, and inserting new content and links regularly. For anyone 
considering creating a blog for the first time, it is worth considering using a blog provider, 
especially one created specifically for educational settings, such as KidzBlog (2005; it can be 
run offline on a local computer or published on the Internet through file transfer protocol 
[FTP]), and setting the features to allow only class members to participate.

I carried out my blog experiment with seventh graders in their third year of EFL. As 
soon as the Let’s Blog! Web page was ready, I talked about it in class, explained my objectives, 
and gave the students the Web address. Then I waited for the first messages to flow in. As an 
enticement, I included a simple contest to decipher the welcome message at the top left of 
the page (see Figure 12.1). The winner would be awarded a prize in class.

To my surprise, the students showed little interest in this project, and the lack of 
involvement disappointed me. The reason was not lack of access, because those with no 
computers or Internet access at home could use computers at school. I never found a 

Figure 12.1. Let’s Blog! A Simulated Blog Portal
Source: http://64.71.48.37/teresadeca/school/blog7.htm.
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satisfactory explanation for the students’ inactivity; however, I did not give up. Persistence 
is another attribute needed in online (and offline) teaching. Eventually I found that placing 
an assignment on the blog with no class explanation forced students to go to the site to find 
out what to do. During the summer vacation, I received a few additional messages. However, 
once the face-to-face contact was lost, it was very difficult to maintain students’ interest in 
the project. The experience led me to believe that, for students to get involved in a blog, they 
needed both an authentic reason to participate and some face-to-face incentive.

Have Fun with English! First-Year EFL
In the 2003–04 school year, I had two fifth-grade classes (ten to eleven years old) studying 
English for the first time. Would blogging work with beginners? After getting a feel for both 
groups during the first half of the term, I risked a very elementary blog called Have Fun with 
English! (Almeida d’Eça 2003b), using the same simulated blog template as Let’s Blog! (see 
Figure 12.1). I explained the idea in class and had students write the Web address in their 
notebooks. Although only 40 percent of them had Internet access at home, they could use 
several computers during breaks and lunch hour at school. However, there was no e-mail 
access for them (an unfortunate but frequent problem in school settings), so I came up with 
a practical, if not high-tech, solution: I took a screenshot of an e-mail window, pasted it into 
a text file, and gave photocopies of the page to students who wanted to send me messages. 
At the following lesson, they would hand in their messages, written in English. I would copy 
the content to the blog and reply to it. It was the next best thing to real e-mail and solved the 
problem of lack of technology. Inventiveness is important in using technology to avoid lost 
opportunities that may lead to indefinite postponements and the possible failure of a project. 
The idea is to keep the spark going at all times.

Naturally, the student messages at this age and grade level were short and simple, and 
had spelling, linguistic, and structural mistakes. But it was obvious from the start that stu-
dents practiced what they learned in the classroom, as they used expressions from class and 
from each other’s writings. Some students wanted to go much beyond their actual linguistic 
level, asking me to translate sentences from Portuguese, but I discouraged that type of writ-
ing. I advised them to think of simple sentences in English, based on what they had already 
learned. I wanted their messages to be authentic personal communications and to reveal 
exactly what they could do with language at a communicative level, not what I could do for 
them. I never corrected mistakes before posting a message unless the content was unintelli-
gible or could generate misunderstanding. In my replies, I sometimes modeled subtle correc-
tions (a form of scaffolding) and used simple language, although usually (as recommended 
by Krashen’s Natural Approach) I went a step or two further to demand a little more of the 
students’ comprehension skills (the i + 1 model; Krashen 1982).

As with the earlier Let’s Blog!, I regularly introduced new content, such as custom-made 
interactive exercises and various links: Christmas games and activities, Carnival pages, or 
any other topical or curricular event (for examples, see Almeida d’Eça 2003b). I also created 
pages for relevant and well-presented student work done in class or at home. The tips on the 
following page describe how to get blogging started and how to promote student writing and 
involvement in projects.
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Beyond Blogging 
Voice Mail
A very pleasant surprise happened a few weeks after the blog experiment began: two Polish 
boys joined our group. When I was comoderating an online course, a Polish colleague asked 
if her ten-year-old nephew could participate with my young students. Her seven-year-old 
son also asked to join the fun when he read the first welcome message from the Portuguese 
children and understood it. As if this were not excitement enough, both my classes became 
galvanized when the Polish children sent their first voice mail. My students had no idea what 
was in store for them when I opened my laptop in class that morning. Communication is 
another concept to keep in mind when planning online lessons. Authentic communication 
with peers—particularly with the exciting new, and generally free, technologies available—is 
one of the most motivating aspects of online learning. My students’ enthusiasm for the 
project gradually increased as they created their own voice mails with free HandyBits (2005) 
software and saw their work shared online—and so did their excitement for computers in the 
English class when they read and heard messages from peers at a distance.

Structured CALL Lessons
A month later, in an effort to have all students experience learning through technology as 
well as to build on the wave of student enthusiasm inspired by blogging and voice mail, I 
progressed to more structured CALL lessons (see, e.g., Almeida d’Eça 2003a). My experi-
ences and conversations with other online teachers had convinced me that using the com-
puter would give my students additional practice in language, as well as motivate them 
through the novelty of using technology. I had twenty-eight children in each class, but only 
six computers. Controlling part of the class at the computers while the others were at their 
desks would have been a difficult task. Luckily, I shared the targeted classes with a colleague 

Tips to Promote Blogging
•	 Talk about the blog activity in advance, and explain your objectives to students.

•	 Set aside a time for composing messages, either in class or in lab periods.

•	 Grade only when the assignment is a curricular activity done by all students.

•	 Include good content, lesson assignments, minicontests, and other tidbits to entice 
students to read and write.

When using Internet software or commercial providers:
•	 Choose a provider that targets educational uses, such as KidzBlog (2005) or  

Dekita.org (Ammann, Campbell, and Dieu n.d.a).

•	 Set the comment features to allow only your class members and invited guests to 
participate.

•	 Remind students never to give the password to another person.
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during a joint study hour, so I proposed a plan whereby I would take some students to the 
computers for pair work (two students per computer), while my colleague would supervise 
the rest of the students in the study hall. Improvisation and collaboration were at work.

I started with a demonstration lesson to give students an idea of what they would be 
doing. For some, it was their first contact with a computer and the Internet. Their enthusi-
asm was such that I immediately decided to offer computerized practice every two weeks 
instead of every three, as originally planned. Even so, after the first lessons, some students 
wanted lessons every week, saying that it was fun (no doubt more so than the ordinary study 
hour) and they were learning.

I planned a different activity for each CALL session, always starting with simple and 
clear instructions in English. During the first several lessons, I helped with the language 
(even explaining things in Portuguese when necessary) and guided the students who were 
new to computers with software navigation, keyboarding, and using the mouse. Then I 
stepped back as the students went to work. I observed them and took note of what they 
did, how they worked in pairs, and how they got along. I was always there for guidance, 
either with the computer or with the lesson content. It was interesting to see the amount of 
mutual help that went on, but even more interesting to see how motivated, involved, and 
well behaved the students were in general. I evaluated them on a qualitative basis: how well 
they understood the task and collaborated with their partner to carry it out, and their level 
of autonomy, behavior, and ability to complete the task in the allotted time. Now and then, 
when there were exercises with scores, students would report them, and I would take the 
quantitative results into consideration, too. There was a great deal of competition in these 
sessions, with everybody wanting to complete the activities in the shortest possible time and 
with the best results. (See Tips on Using CALL Software below.)

I created custom-made activities related to the syllabus mainly with Quia Web (Quia 
1998–2006) and Hot Potatoes (Arneil and Holmes 2005), both fairly simple authoring appli-

Tips on Using CALL Software
•	 Remember that the computer facilitates learning; it does not teach. CALL works well 

for practice and extra input.

•	 Stay in the computer lab at all times. You need to be there as support for content 
and technology, even for simple tasks.

•	 Consider scores and quantitative measures as secondary elements. If CALL is used 
for practice, students should feel that they can learn from mistakes.

•	 Evaluate qualitatively. Are students really practicing or just going through the 
motions?

•	 View computers and CALL as a means to an end, not a goal in itself. Define your 
goals first; then find the software you need.

•	 Use a variety of lessons and software. Students will get bored using the same old 
stuff.

•	 Have students share computers if there aren’t enough to go around.
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cations that allow the teacher to insert content into different types of templates. However, I 
also used activities that were created by colleagues and freely available on the Internet, such 
as Kelly and Kelly’s (1997–2006) Interesting Things for ESL Students and Zieba-Warcholak’s 
(2002) English Interactive Quizzes.

Talking Avatars
One of the most exciting recent developments for students has been the use of SitePal (Odd-
cast n.d.) to create talking avatars with their own voices (see Figure 12.2). This variation of 
voice messaging is even more exciting for young learners because it blends sound with a 
customized image. Two students created their avatars and first messages in class; that same 
afternoon, several other students followed their example from home. I immediately wrote a 
brief tutorial for the remaining students and had the class undertake a tutoring exchange—
community language learning—with Aiden Yeh, a colleague in Taiwan, and her ten-year-old 
son, CJ. They taught my students to say words in Chinese and Tagalog, and my students 
taught them the same words in Portuguese. The students were glued to their screens. Since 
the free demo avatars were available for only a short time, students had to respond quickly 
to messages—another motivational strategy, as it turns out. (I have re-recorded messages 
and placed screenshots of student avatars on my Web page as examples; see Almeida d’Eça 
2003b.)

The CALL activities were motivating because of the novelty of the tools—the computer 
and the Internet—and the variety involved. These sessions were an escape from the normal 
classroom, and students received additional English practice time while being exposed to 
technology and learning to use it. It is important to view technology as just another tool that 
can motivate students and enhance learning. It is a means, not an end.

The students’ enthusiastic end-of-year feedback (June 2004) gave me considerable anec-
dotal evidence that the lab practice had been helpful. These are just four of the many positive 
responses (translated from the original Portuguese by me):

I think these lessons are very important, because in addition to playing games, we are learn-
ing at the same time. We write messages in English to other children and we make friends. I 

Figure 12.2. Rodrigo’s and Pedro’s Talking Avatars Created at SitePal
Source: http://www.oddcast.com/sitepal/.
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love to hear the voices of the boys and girls in the messages sent to us through the teacher’s 
computer. I love these lessons and if next year you are our teacher, I’d love to have these les-
sons again. (Diana, fifth grade, class F)

The games helped me understand things better. (Verónica, fifth grade, class F)

The CALL lessons were interesting because I learned to work with the computer and several 
things in English. (André, fifth grade, class G)

I learned a lot in the CALL lessons. . . . We had three friends: Tommy, Wojtek and Katia. We 
exchanged ideas with them and it was fun. (Mateus, fifth grade, class G)

Challenges and Future Directions 
Teachers face certain challenges, including the following, when they decide to introduce 
blended lessons into the learning process:

•	 their level of expertise—Is it adequate for the task(s) ahead?
•	 their school’s computer equipment—Is it adaptable to the tasks and activities?
•	 computer facilities and availability—Are they adequate for the number of students? 

Are they easily accessible when necessary?
•	 technical support—Does it exist? Can it respond in a timely fashion?

Teachers may also face psychological challenges. Although my school has had good 
computing equipment since the mid-1990s, the majority of teachers have not taken advan-
tage of it. The reasons lie beyond the scope of this chapter. Additionally, although I have 
never had any problems with technical support or official acceptance of my projects, the 
school has never shown interest in or recognition of the pioneering work that my students 
and I have carried out since early 1998. Indifference and a lack of understanding are more 
widespread than is desirable in the twenty-first century, and they present an emotional and 
psychological challenge that teachers may need to anticipate and overcome to go forward 
with a technology plan. It is unpleasant to feel isolated, but look at the bright side: when stu-
dents are the top priority and work with them leads to significant involvement and gratifying 
learning, what better motivation and inspiration can a teacher have?

Since my first days of using the Internet in the classroom, my school has regularly 
upgraded its computing equipment. In the past three years it has installed a network with 
a DSL connection, put one computer in every classroom, and recently installed a wireless 
connection in part of the school. Although all this improvement may seem quite rosy, it does 
nothing to solve a significant problem: large classes. I have followed two strategies based on 
specific circumstances: (1) divide students in two groups and be with one group at a time in 
the computer lab, generally with two students at each computer; and (2) work with a whole 
class using my laptop (loaded with all the software), wireless Internet, and a video projec-
tor. With the latter strategy, all work is done collaboratively, with students taking notes and 
deciding on the wording of messages as a group, and one student keying in the text. Voice 
mail is recorded by one student, sometimes by the whole class, after scripting. With the right 
technology, one computer can do it all!
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Both options work well, but a few students prefer the former because it allows them 
to have more hands-on involvement and generates a great deal of motivation. With either 
option, it is essential to plan carefully and double-check everything in the lesson plan, 
including Web sites, although doing so is not a foolproof guarantee against technical glitches. 
If you work on school computers, plan well ahead and have any necessary software installed 
in advance. And always have a plan B; technology can play unexpected last-minute tricks on 
you.

In addition to large classes, teachers also face students of mixed ability and different 
cognitive levels; therefore, maintaining motivation, commitment, participation, involvement, 
and good behavior is another challenge. If these elements have been previously achieved 
in the traditional classroom, they are easily transferred to the blended classroom, but only 
when the task level and demands cater to the majority of the group. Thus, I believe that the 
first and biggest task faced during the implementation phase of technology is to set succes-
sive challenges for the students in order to have them all occupied at all times:

•	 Diversifying the activities and tools helps prevent boredom and routine.
•	 Having students volunteer for different tasks motivates them to do better work.
•	 Believing in the less-skilled students and giving them a chance boosts their egos 

and makes them participate more in the long run.
•	 Raising curiosity and expectations in advance piques anticipation.
•	 Having a surprise now and then generates excitement.
•	 Setting higher standards may encourage the less-skilled students to follow the 

more-skilled ones.
•	 Involving students in everything—they are the actors; teachers are the directors 

orienting and guiding—generates eagerness to learn and enjoyment in doing so.

Because students move from class to class over the years, giving continuity to technol-
ogy-enhanced projects should be a desirable goal and a priority. Such continuity generates 
motivation and learning and prepares students for real life. However, this goal is not always 
realistic or achievable due to specific circumstances: changes in teachers and schools, a 
shortage of tech-savvy teachers, technophobic teachers. In my case, the fifth graders’ blog 
was continued when they moved to the sixth grade. Although the message flow has been 
somewhat irregular and maybe a bit slow at times, there have been significant developments. 
In February 2005, two students on their own initiative sent their first voice messages from 
home, attached to an e-mail, after having downloaded the free HandyBits (2005) software 
I had reminded them about in class that morning. In response to their efforts, colleagues 
taking part in an online teacher training workshop that I was comoderating sent text mes-
sages to the students, a few of which had photos and voice mails attached. Several students 
then replied through the blog. In a related project, I loaded a brief tutorial on HandyBits 
and an accompanying pictorial narrative of a family holiday, created with the free software 
Photo Story (2004). The program creates slide effects for the user’s photos, similar to those of 
presentation software. A sound file with narration or background music can also be added. I 
am now trying to motivate students to use this tool to create simple narrations in English on 
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their own. We have come a long way in a year’s time, and the results have exceeded my wild-
est dreams. As I have become more expert in technology, my students have kept pace.

I believe that online activities are more effective when related to the curriculum, par-
ticularly for younger students who need more guidance, control, and supervision. However, 
diversifying and innovating by incorporating extracurricular elements now and then is a 
winning recipe. Some teachers believe that CALL and the Internet should be used to do only 
what is hard or impossible to bring about in a traditional classroom. I believe, however, that 
these tools should be added even for things that could be done with paper and pen, because 
the innovation in the process, or the appeal of the tool itself, leads to motivation, involve-
ment, and learning for most students. The more I experiment with these constantly evolving 
tools, the more pedagogical potential I find in them; the more diverse their features become, 
the better they cater to different learning styles, and thus the more easily they embrace all 
students.

As for future directions for my fifth and sixth graders, I will continue a teacher-student 
blog, but next time I intend to use an online blog provider, most probably mo’time (Tipic 
2001–2006). I will also continue to reinforce listening through different online ESOL sites 
and encourage voice mails from home. I will offer extra speaking practice through exchanges 
of voice and video mail and simple voice chats with foreign peers early in my students’ study, 
so that they can experience and see for themselves how important and useful it is to learn 
a foreign language that opens communication doors all over the world. I also intend to use 
Audacity (2005) to record students’ oral practice so that they can detect mistakes and correct 
themselves after listening. All these activities will be documented in the blog so the students 
and I will have an ongoing record of their achievements. I have also collected a list of useful 
tools, resources, and Web pages I have created in a separate index (Almeida d’Eca 2005a).

To sum up, these are the elements I have found most effective in taking one’s first steps 
with CALL:

•	 Start with small steps and gradually build on your experience.
•	 Generate and enhance communication in and outside of school.
•	 Be flexible; do not be afraid to try innovative new technologies.
•	 Have patience and persistence; things do not always work at first.
•	 Be inventive and improvise when something does not work.
•	 Seek peer support and collaboration from online colleagues.

I wholeheartedly advise you to embrace technology in education and gradually try 
some of these tools. I hope you will find, as I have, that they are so motivating for you and 
your students that there is no going back.
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Appendix—Chapter 12 
Web-Based Tools and Student Projects 

Tools and Software

Audacity
desktop recording software

http://audacity.sourceforge.net/

Dekita.org
blog site devoted to EFL/ESL

http://www.dekita.org/

Filamentality
software for creating and storing 
Web pages with users’ own links

http://www.filamentality.org/wired/fil/

HandyBits
voice mail

http://www.handybits.com/voicemail.htm

Hot Potatoes
six kinds of exercises and activities 
generated from users’ input

http://hotpot.uvic.ca/

Interesting Things for ESL Students
games, quizzes, activities

http://www.manythings.org/

KidzBlog
blog software oriented to K–6 
students; can be self-contained on a 
school’s Web site

http://www.haranbanjo.com/kidzblog/

mo’time
blog provider

http://www.motime.com/

Photo Story
software for creating slide shows, 
presentations, and albums 
from users’ photos with media 
enhancements

http://www.microsoft.com/photostory/

Quia Web
subscription-based software for 
creating exercises and quizzes

http://www.quia.com/web/

SitePal
subscription-based software for 
creating avatars with audio files on 
users’ Web sites; thirty-day free trial

http://www.oddcast.com/sitepal/

English Interactive Quizzes
teacher-made quiz page

http://www.wsl.edu.pl/~azetka/
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Student Projects

EFL/ESL Exchange http://www.dekita.org/exchange/

Email Projects Home Page http://www.otan.dni.us/webfarm/emailproject/ 
email.htm

The Image of the Other http://www.europeanschoolsproject.org/image/

Kids as Global Scientists http://www.letus.org/kidsglobalscientists.htm

The Official Flat Stanley Project http://www.flatstanley.com

Additional Resource

First Steps in Experimenting with 
Computers: Resources

http://64.71.48.37/teresadeca/tellrefs-exp.htm


